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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

STATEMENT OF PROBLEM
America has prided itself on being a land of opportunity.

The

careers of millions of European immigrants and the high business
birth rate support this claim.

The greatest shortcoming in making

America a land of opportunity is represented by the barriers which
have been imposed against the Negro.

The race problem is one of

the most important domestic problems this country faces.

No other

issue has incited such passionate debate and no other question has
tested the nation's fiber or forced such a reexamination of basic
principles. 1
There can be little question that the migration of Negroes out
of the South has increased their political and economic power as
well as their expectations.

Nor is it surprising or unusual. be-

cause industrialization logically causes disadvantaged groups to
demand full citizenship rights and equal educational and job
opp~rtunities as means of advancement in an industrial society.

1Herbert R, Northrup. The Negro and F;mployment Opportunity:
Probleas and Practices. (Michigan: University of Michigan Press.
1965), p. xv.

2

Although most Negroes remain at the bottom of the economic ladder,
the Civil Rights movement apparently is led by Negroes, particularly relatively well-educated young people, who have already advanced a little but who find further betterment blocked by racial dis-

crimination.

They realize, therefore, that there are problems that

all Negroes must overcome if the favored few are to make additional
progress.

But in the United States the pattern of Negro protest

also is conditioned by the constitutional guarantees of civil
rights, which have been deferred in many areas since the Civil War. 2
The race problem has many more noneconomic dimensions.

When

confronted with competing demands for union recognition, for example,
it is possible to settle the conflict by holding representation
elections.

But in cases where civil rights groups demonstrate against

business firms to get more jobs, it sometimes is difficult to determine who speaks for Negroes, making it difficult for demonstrations
to lead to fruitful negotiations . 3
The Negroes' demands for equal employment opportunities and
an end to discrimination by unions have important implications
for labor relations.

And, because of their training and experience,

2c1ark Kerr, et al., Industrialism and Industrial Man. (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1960), P• 35.
¾tthew A. Kessler. "Economic Status of Nonwhite Workers, 19551962," Monthly Labor Review, July, 1963, PP• 2-3.

3

industrial relations specialists have a responsibility to interpret the Civil Rights movement to the business community.

The

"Civil Rights" problem, as it is called in union circles, is one
of the most important issues facing organized labor.

This is so

not because of the importance for unions of gaining the political
and economic support of the minority groups, whose employment is
growing relatively to whites in traditionally unionized occupations,
but also because of the "race question" which is an important moral
issue that influences the public's opinion of uniens.4
This study of the Negro and organized labor deals with an
aspect of the race problem with emphasis on how historians have
treated the labor situation.

What are the historians' attitudes

about how the Negro has been treated in the unions?

And in seeing

what historians have to say about the attitudes of organized labor
toward the Negro, this study attempts to show if different historians
vary in their approaches to the problem, and to what extent do they vary.
The crucial position of the historian as a moulder of public
thought and action by the device of giving significance and perspective
to human behavior makes the social instrumentality of his work significant in any human area.

In a sensitive area like the thrust of Negroes

for economic democracy, the value pattern of the scholars in labor h•i story
will have much to do with the success of that thrust.
4

Northrup, .22.·

ill·,

P· 3.

4

The industries used in this investigation are, for the most
part, those in which the proportion of Negroes is significant, and
which labor unions are an important factor in determining personnel policies.

It is felt, however, that the industries chosen for

investigation are sufficiently varied so that general conclusions
can be reached.

SCOPE
The scope of this investigation includes twenty (20) selected
contemporary economic historians' attitudes in accordance to their
pro-labor or anti-labor views on union policy toward the Negro.
The following industries from which some unions have been organized
are also included in the study:

railroads, building trades, tobacco,

longshoremen, coal mines, textiles, iron and steel, and automobile.

METHOD AND SOURCES USED
The method used in developing this paper was classifying
historians with regard to their attitudes on the situation concerning union policy toward the Negro.

The sources used for the

study were primary in that the entire study is based on the
historians' works (books and journals) in seeing what their attitudes
were on the Negro and organized labor.

5

DEFINITION OF TERMS
The following terms contain definitions and explanations pertaining to labor and labor unions.

While many of these terms have

a wider application, the definitions are limited merely to explaining their usage in connection with working condition• and the attitudes of labor unions toward the Negro.
~-Collar Workers - CraftS1Den and foremen, operatives and non-farm
laborers engaged in production and transportation.

While some

blue-collar jobs are highly skilled, preparation is usually
through on-the-job training rather than higher academic education.
Brotherhood - A title used by some of the older international and
national unions, especially the railroad unions, which were
originally established primarily as fraternal and benefit
organizations.
Casual Workers - workers employed for short periods of time who attain
no seniority status with their employer or the union.

When em-

ployed in a union shop they are given a special permit card by
the union.
Craft Union - A labor organization whose jurisdiction is limited to
one or several allied skilled trades.

6

Decasualization - most commonly applied to longshoring where centralized hiring halls are substituted for the "shape-up,"
thus tending to regularize the work of individual long~
shoremen.
Discrimination - Unfair treatment of a particular group of individuals
in matters affecting their employment status:

employer discrimi-

nation against union members in hiring, layoff, or promotion; employer or union discrimination against accepting Negroes.
Economic Historian - a writer of the phase of history that is concerned with the science which investigates the conditions and

laws affecting the production, distribution, consumption of
wealth or the material means of satisfying human desires.
Federal Labor Union - A local union charted by and directly affiliated
with the AFL-CIO.
Independent Union - A national or local union not affiliated with
the AFL-CIO.
Industrial Union - A labor organization whose jurisdiction includes
all or most occupations, skilled and unskilled, within an entire industry.

7

International Union - In this country "International" refers to
unions having members in Canada as well as in the United States.
Journeyman - A worker in a skilled trade who has served an apprenticeship to qualify himself for such work.
Local Union - Although the term could be applied to any labor organization whose membership is confined to a single locality, the
term is generally used to refer to local organizations which
have been charted by, and are affiliated with, a national
labor union.
Strikebreakers - Outside persons hired during a labor dispute to fill
the jobs of those on strike; more especially those hired for the
duration of the strike where there is no intention of retaining
them as permanent employees .

HYPOTHESIS
The writer believes that historians tend to vary in their approach
to the problem of Negro discrimination in labor organizations on the
basis of their background, training, political philosophy, and their
economic attitudes.

CHAPTER II
GENERAL ATTITUDES OF AUTHORS TOWARD UNIONISM AND THE NEGRO
Before developing my main theme, an examination of the evidence
from which generalizations about trends in unionism and Negro labor
are usually fashioned will be discussed.

The following discussion

includes, first, a group of selected contemporary authors who generally find faults in unionism and its relationship to the Negro;
and secondly, a group of selected contemporary authors who, even
though generally find faults in unionism and its relation to the
Negro, tend to allow space for excuses as to why unions have discriminated against the Negro.

An examination of general conclusions

concerning unionism and the Negro drawn by authors who have written
in the field of labor history and either criticized union policies
toward the Negro or allowed space for excuses as to why unions,
generally speaking, have discriminated against the Negro, sets the
stage for further developments in seeing authors' attitudes of union
policies toward the Negro in conjunction with Negro labor in specific
industries from which the unions (discussed in this study), have been
organized.
First, authors who have criticized union policies toward the
Negro and in most instances, give suggestions as to how many of these
racial problems in unionization can be improved, include:

Arthur

9

Goldberg, a labor lawyer who was the general counsel of the Congress
of Industrial Organization (CIO) and former Ambassador to the United
Nations.

This writer contends that the problem of racial discrimination

bas given organized labor, along with the rest of the American c011DDUnity,
considerable difficulty.

It may seem surprising that racial discrimi-

nation, which usually although not always means discrimination against
Negroes, bas ever been an issue in unions.

Racial discrimination is

morally wrong and unions are formed to achieve moral and ethical
goals, and racial discrimination has no rational justification.

Union

members possess the prejudices of the communities in which they live,
and in many of these communities, the battle against racial discrimination is yet to be won.

While union leaders have, generally, al-

though not universally, taken an enlightened point of view on racial
issues, the rank and file membership has not always been any more
ready to follow their union leaders than their religious leaders
on this subject.
The organization of all workers, regardless of race, creed, or
color, gives maximum strength to unions.

If a union is unable or

unwilling to organize workers belonging to depressed minority groups
those workers threaten the jobs and standards of organized workers.

10

According to Goldberg, thi• is the form that racial discrimination within unions most often takes today; the white workers may,
for selfish, short-sighted reasons, be unwilling to accord Negroes
equal opportunities.

The white workers may simply want to keep the

better jobs for themselves.

And because of those factors, from their

beginning some American Federation of Labor (AFL) 1 international
unions either barred Negroes from membership entirely, or organized
them in separate locals, otherwise accorded to them an inferior
membership status.
These same discriminations were, and to some extent still are,

practiced by some independent unions such as the railroad operating
brotherhoods, and to a lesser extent, in a few Coumittee of Industrial
Organization (CI0) 1 local unions. 2
Sterling Spero, Professor Emeritus of Public Administration,
New York University, and Abram Harris, who was a distinguished economist, social theorist and a Professor of Economics at the University
of Chicago, contended that while race prejudice is a very fundamental
fact in the exclusion of the Negro, the desire to restrict competition
so as to safeguard job monopoly and to control wages in inextricably

1Hereafter referred to as AFL-CIO.
2Arthur Goldberg. AFL-CIO Labor United.
Hill Book Company, 1956), pp . 195-202.

(New York:

McGraw-

11

interwoven with it.
say.

Which is more important would be difficult to

But one can say, according to these authors, with some degree

of certainty, that the exclusion of the Negro is due to an interplay
of craft-union psychology with the psychology of race prejudice.
By refusing to accept apprentices from a class of workers
which social tradition has. stamped aa inferior, or by withholding
'

membership in the union from reputed craftsmen of this class, the
union accomplishes tw~ things simultaneously.

First, it protects

its "good name," and secondly, it eliminates a whole class of future
competitors.3
Some of the unions that did not exclude Negroes from membership
had established most onerous conditions as the only terms under which
they could be admitted.

The terms admis.sion to these unions showed

both race prejudice and the desire of white unionists to confine Negro
competition within certain limits.
Race prejudice naturally put difficulties in the way of the
Negroes' entrance into industry.

White employers sometimes refused

to work with them.

3sterling Spero and Abram Barris. The Black Worker.
Columbia University Press, 1959), pp. 56-61.

(New York:

12

This was particularly true of smal.ler plants, although some
large works like the Wisconsin Steel Company in Chicago, a subsidiary
of the International Harvester Company, boasted of their all-white
character.

The reason for this company's refusal to use Negroes when

other plants of the Harvester Company in the Chicago district employed
over 2,000 Negroes is simply that the Superintendent did not like them.
Often an employer is doubtful of the Negro's ability to do his work
or is fearful that his white employer may object to the black worker's
presence.

There have been instances of white workers objecting so

strongly to the use of blacks that they have lef~ their jobs.

4

Dr. Ray F. Marshall, Professor and Chairman of the Department
of Industry, Wharton School of Finance and Comnerce at the University
of Pennsylvania, and a native of Oak. Grove, Louisiana, has been Fulbright Research Scholar to Finland, 1955-56; Consultant, Trade Union
Project, Fund for the Republic, 1959-60, and Chairman of the SubCommittee on the Economics of Human Resources, C0111111ittee on Urban
Economics, Resources for the Future, fee1s that almost no unions have
completely equalitarian policies in the sense that they pay no attention
whatsoever to their members or potential members' racial composition.
A number of organizations barred Negroes from membership, but the tactics
used to accomplish this goal vary considerably. 5

4 Ibid., p. 60.

5Ray F. Marshall. The Negro and Organized Labor.
John Wiley and Sons, 1965), p. 89.

(New York:

13
J. R. Commons, a native of Ohio, first became interested in

labor-employer relations when he was working as a typesetter for a
Cleveland newspaper in the 1880's.

"I concede to my radical friends,"

he said, "that my trade union philosophy always made me conservative.
It is not revolutions and strikes that we want, but collective bargaining on something like organized equilibrium of equality.
I take it, was the social philosophy of Samuel Gompers.

This

It seems

to me the only way to save uf from communism, fascism, or nazism.
Many of my employer friends are opposed to it, or seeking to control
it.

I think they are leading us to fascism.."

described unionism and the Negro.
nation in labor unions in America.

J. R. Commons has also

He contended that there is discrimiSome labor leaders have strived

against color prejudice, but it exists and keeps the mass of Negroes
out of many trades.

This leads to complicated problems, both in-

dustrial, political, and social.

In the South as well as in the North,

the white union members try to get employment for each other and to
crowd out the colored members.

Now and then, according to Commons,

a Negro is admitted to a union, but even then he stands less chance of
getting work than a white man.

In practice, racial discrimination by

local unions gives its members a monopoly of the labor market and a
chance to exercise, consciously or unconsciously, their prejudices
against foreigners or Negroes. 6
6John R. Commons. Trade Unionism and Labor Problems.
Ginn and Company, 1905), P• 365.

(Boston:

14
The rule of admission of Negroes to unions throughout the country
is the sheer necessity of guarding work and wages.

In those trades

where large numbers of Negroes are skilled they find easy admittance
in the parts of the country where their competition is felt.

In all

other trades they are barred from the unions, save in exceptional
cases, either by open or silent color discrimination.
exceptions to this rule.

There are

There are cases where the whites have shown

a real feeling of brotherhood; there are cases where the blacks through
incompetence and carelessness have forfeited their right to the advantages of organization.

But on the whole, a careful, unprejudiced sur-

vey of the facts leads one ~o believe that racial discrimination in
labor unions is approximately true all over the land.
Commons also gathered another conclusion, which is stated as
follows:
If the Negro is deftly guided with the larger wisdom
of men and deeper benevolence of great hearts, an outcome
of good to all cannot be doubted. If he is muddled by
half-trained men and guided by selfish and sordid interests,
all the evils of industrial history may easily be repeated
in the South. Wisdon then is the principal thing; therefore, get wisdon, and with all thy getting, get understanding .7

7 Ibid., pp. 365-370.

15
Howe and Widick contend that there is segregation and discrimination in the American labor movement.

The problem of race

prejudice in a union must be solved by empirical means:

most white

and Negro workers can overcome their fears and prejudices only by

working and living together in the plants and, afterwards, by social
contacts outside of the plants.

But, in turn, this empirical program

can be instituted only by a leadership which is motivated by a compelling, overall program of social and economic democracy, an idealistic
vision which gives it the perseverance and patience to work at the day
to day tasks in combatting prejudice.8
Dr. Marshall also contends that discrimination in employment
and by unions is morally and economically wrong.

It is morally wrong

because it unjustly impedes the fullest expression of the individual
human personalities of Negroes.

It is economically wrong because it

deprives the notion of the moat efficient use of human resources.
Discr:iJDination does moral and exonomic damage to whites as well as
to Negroes. 9
The Negro's occupational disadvantages are not entirely caused
by racial discrimination; it is also caused by historical and cultural
patterns which are themselves only partly the result of discrimination.
81rv1ng Howe and B. J. Widick. The UAW and Walter Reuther.
(New York: Harper and Brothers, Inc. , 1967), p . 231.
9Marshall, ~•

ill.·, p. 303.

16
An important function of public policy must be to create a framework

within which Negroes can overcome these historical handicaps.

Legis-

lation such as the 1964 Civil Rights law can prevent some overt acts
of discrimination and establish a framework within which Negroes can
move toward more equal employment opportunities, but the law's critics
and defenders agree that legislation cannot solve the problem.

If

by solution is meant equal employment patterns, truly heroic efforts
will be required by the Negro community and by white employe_r s and
Union leaders.

The Negro community has a major responsibility to

understand the need for increased education, training, and competence
as racial barriers are lowered.
But since this is a "chicken-and-egg" problem, and since
whites have the major responsibility for employment, unions and
employers will also have to understand the need to assist and encourage Negroes in their efforts. 10
One of the continuing controversies for the next few years
undoubtedly will involve the question of prefential treatment to
overcome the Negro's past disadvantages .

The fact that the Civil

Rights Act of 1964 does not require preferential treatment, but
presumably permits it, does little to ease the controversy.

10Ibid., p. 303.

17
Whatever the merits of arguments for or against preferential treatment, it seems .safe, according to Marshall, to conclude that Negroes
are, and will continue to be given special treatment because of the
pressures being exerted, and likely to be exerted, by civil-rights
groups and because man~ employers, government officials, and union
leade~s feel that this is the right thing to do.

Although preferential

treatmen~ has few defenders in the past, it seems to have been the
natural reaction of many employers, unions, and government officials
in cases of racial conflict.

Such conflicts over jobs and union

offices frequently have been settled either through quota system or
other special arrangements to allocate positions to Negroes.
These arrangements are based on the assumption that racial
prejudices and discrimination make it likely that Negroes would
get jobs or union offices in the absence of such special measures.
Racial quota systems have been in casual occupations where employment
i .s not normally based on seniority like the Southern building construction and longshoring industries.

In these cases, Negroes some-

times have had enough economic power to face unions to give them a
proportion of the jobs.
Quotas have also been sanctioned by federal agencies to insure Negro employment on public works projects in the South.

In the

opinion of Marshall, it is difficult to see how racial employment

18

quota systems designed to overcome discrimination could be considered
preferential treatment for Negroes .

The reason employers, unions, and

government officials publicly oppose preferential treatment for Negroes
is because it might deprive whites of their rights and therefore would
be discrimination in reverse. 11
Union leaders fear preferential hiring will destroy seniority,
which is a vital right to most unions and their members.

Quota systems

might discriminate against treatment, for example, for unions and
employers to make special efforts to recruit qualified Negroes or
to help them acquire training; this would merely extend to Negroes
benefits which whites already enjoy.
Preferential treatment which destroys the preexisting rights
of whites is based on the theory that whites as a race are collectively
responsible for the disadvantages suffered by Negroes and that whites
therefore should be penalized in order to compensate Negroes for their
historically conditioned disadvantages.

Again, Marshall feels that it

is just as unfair to hold all whites responsible for the Negroes'

conditions as it is to consider all Negroes inferior to all whites.

11 tbid., pp. 303-304.
12_ill,!., pp. 305-307.

12

19
Although there are some special measures that can be taken
to improve the economic opportunities of Negroes, the most effective
programs are likely to be those which help all disadvantaged workers
who are similarly situated, regardless of race.

Training is import-

an~ because the supply of qualified Negro workers bas been a crucial
factor in changing racial employment and union membership patterns.
The supply of qualified Negroes is particularly important in the

major Northern cities where the racial barriers of strong craft
unions have been breached since 1950.

The inadequate supply of

qualified applicants for occupations from which Negroes have been
barred in the South is likely to be an important impediment to improving the Negro's job opportunities under the provisions of the
Civil Rights Act of 1964. 13

A good way to test the effectiveness of the AFL-CIO's program
to get its affiliates to voluntarily comply with the Civil Rights Act
would be to comfort unions with qualified applicants.
Discrimination by unions and in the larger society has declined

1940 and significantly since 1960.

Technological change and depressed

economic conditions have eraded the Negro's overall economic condition
relative to whites faster than it has been improved through migration
out of agriculture, falling racial barriers, and improved training and
education. 14

13Ibid., pp. 310-312.
14Ibid., pp. 314-319.

20
Also in seeing some of the prevailing attitudes of unionim
and the Negro, Millis and Montgomery feel that discrimination by

unions against Negroes has tended to be the greatest among any minority
group because Negroes have more frequently found entrance into an
industry as strikebreakers and because of racial antipathy in the
American society.

In the case of the Sheet Metal Workers, Negro

membership was in auxiliary organizations.

Separate city central

bodies had been maintained for colored local unions, and according to
Millis and Montgomery, it was probable that neglect to organize Negro
workers eligible to memhership has been of much more frequent occurance
15
than outr~ght discrimination against or exclusion of them.
A native of Chicago, lllinoia,. Dr. ~lillis' popularity as a
labor arbitrator allowed him to be known as a confirmed.but minimum
liberal neither pro-labor nor pro-employer.

Dr. Millis belonged

to the school of thought which believes there are few labor problems
which cannot be solved if employer and employee can be brought together.
And "racketeering by union leaders usually appears in conjunction with
racketeering by employers," according to Millis.

15 ·
Harry A. Millis and Royal E. Montgomery. Organized Labor:
Economics of Labor. (New York: McGraw Book Company, Inc., . 1945),
pp. 262-64.

21
This adverse treatment of the Negro has, of course, generally
been at the hands of well meaning people.

The facts are easily under-

standable in the light of racial differences, employment experience,
and other factors.

("Other factors" by these authors was not defined

or discussed) •
Discrimination has been unfortunate from the point of view of
a vigorous and sound labor movement.

It has mililated against a con-

structive solution of the racial problem which calls for Occupational
Opportunity. 16
Thomas Brooks, a native of New York, economist and writer in
the field of labor economics and industrial relations, also takes a
stand with unionism and its relationship with the Negro.

According to

Brooks, the American Negro stands in somewhat two different relationships
to the trade unions - differences that correspond roughly with that
between craft and industrial unions.

By and large, most industrial

unions are integrated though there are exceptions.

The work force in

the oil industry is still largely white because for years the oil companies
followed the practice of hiring only white high school graduates.

Inside

the factory, Negroes may be forced into separate and unequal lines of
seniority and promotions; none the less he is inside the industrial
union.

16 Ibid., p. 263.

22

The Negro is a political force to be reckoned with.
and do use this leverage to improve their conditions.

Negroes can

The National

Association of Letter Carriers (NALC), for example, carries the greatest weight within such industrial unions as the auto workers, the
steel workers, and the Retail- Wholesale and Department Store Union.
In Detroit, a NALC affiliate, the Trade Union Leadership Council,
plays a key role both within the United Auto Workers and Detroit city
politics.
The old contention that the black worker is the last hired and
the first fired no longer retains its original force in much of the
basic industry as a result of the forementioned.17
The craft unions are more likely to be ethnically based than
the industrial unions.

Joining a craft union calls for years of

apprenticeship and openings are frequently limited to sons and other
relations of full fledged journeymen.

Thus, an Italian construction

local in New York City will have no non-Italian members, white or black.
Even a little discrimination in labor movement is too much.
makes a mockery of our principles and must be wiped out.

It

At last and

under great pressure from civil right groups, including the Negro
American Labor Council, the unions have begun to move.

17Thomas R. Brooks. Toil and Trouble:
(New York: Dial Press, 1964), P• 250.
18Ibid., p. 251.

18

..A History of American Labor.

23
With regard to the craft unions, Spero and Harris also voiced
their contentions.

These authors felt that although the Negro is but

one of the victims of American craft unionism, he is a victim upon
which the burden falls .with special weight, for his peculiar situation
in the American society makes it particularly difficult for him to
cross craft barriers.

To the white trade unionist, the Negro is not

merely an outsider trying to get into the union, but he is a social
and racial inferior trying to force the white man to associate with
him as an equal.

And the Negro knows that the white worker wants

to keep him out of the unions not merely as a potential competitor,
but as a member of a race which must not be permitted to rise to
the white man's level.

The Negro has been kept in a position of

social inferiority, and white organized labor, dominated by the
hierai:chy of the skilled crafts, has no desire to see him emerge
from that condition.19
The educated leaders of the Negro community see only the
racial aspect of this situation.

They see that many employers use

Negro labor, thereby giving the black man an opportunity to earn a
living which the policy of most white trade unionists would deny him.
They see white philanthropists and sentimental friends of the black

19

Spero and Harris,~ cit., p. 462.
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man trying to help him by giving him schools and social welfare agencies.
They are impressed with the stories of the poor folks who became wealthy
through thrift and hard work and with the history of great institutions
which sprang from small beginnings.
Here, they say, are friends of the Negro who have proved their
friendship, and here are ways of success which have been tried and
found effective.

So the race leaders counsel their people to be ware

of the white working man and to put their trust in the white upper
classes.

Labor solidarity to which the white unionist appeals when

he needs the black man to serve bis selfish ends or which the radical
preaches to increase his tiny following from any possible source, is
a very dangerous doctrine.

It is far safer to give loyal service to

the white man who wants it, and by hard work and saving to amass
enough wealth to bring comfort and security.20
There is another contention with regard to unionism and the
Negro, in that the unions' policies of excluding Negroes from some
of their union memberships or their religation to a limited and
secondary role are now on their way out . 21
One of the most c0111Don forms of discrimination is the division
of work into white jobs and Negro jobs, with Negroes getting the dirtier,

20spero and Harris, E2.· cit., p. 463.
21John A. Fitch. Social Responsibilities of Organized Labor.
(New York: Harper and Brothers, 1957), pp. 121-122.
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less skilled, and lower paying work.

Under such circumstances, the

union can easily ignor or subordinate the interest of Negroes without
gurting the white employees at all.

And since whites and Negroes

do different work, a state of affairs that cannot be blamed on the
union because it typically antedates unionization, a case discrimination
by the union can hardly be made out by proving that the wages and
working conditions of Negroes are inferior.
Even when Negroes are no longer confined to "Negro jobs"
the bard fact is that past and sometimes continuing, patterns of
discrimination often give Negroes special interests in resistance
to racial discrimination by their employer.

Negroes obviously want

seniority computed on the basis of service in the particular departments.

Once again, then, an unsympathetic union can ignore or subor-

dinate the Negroes' interests and still leave them hard put to prove
that they have been the victims of racial discrimination.

After all,

many collective bargaining agreements provide for departmental seniority.22
Thus far, the discussion has been geared toward seeing unionism
in relationship to the Negro by authors who found faults in the unions

generally and tended to show how some of these conditions could be
improved.

22

Fitch,~- cit., pp. 121-122.
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The following discussion will lend itself also to seeing
unionism in relationship to the Negro.

This discussion, however,

will show discrimination toward Negroes in the Labor Movement, but
the authors tend to allow space for excuses as to why unions have
discriminated against the Negro.
Gus Tyler takes the following approach toward unionism and
the Negro:
In their relationship with trade unions, Negroes
will also travel the same woad as their white brothers
but will again trail behind. A rough estimate shows
Negroes to be about the same percentage of the labor
movement as of the work force. They hold positions at
all levels from the shop steward to national union president. As they gain experience and standing in the unions
and as time makes more room at the top there will be more
Negroes in top posts. In their trade union attitudes,
they may be expected to add a touch of the militant, especially in the 1970's and the 1980's.23
The future role of the labor movement in the life of the Negro
worker is a re-enactment of past social drama, played many times before
with the same script and changing actors.

When the nation was young,

minorities were denied the right to vote for religious reasons.
were denied to vote for property reasons.

Workers

The workers fought for the

right to vote, as does the Negro today, and did so with the help of their
organizations of artisans and craftmen, their early unions.

Workers

23cus Tyler. Labor Revolution: Trade Unions in a New America.
(New York: Viking Press, 1967), pp. 196-197.
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wanted their children to have good schooling, as the Negro does,
and their unions entered vigorously for free and universal public

education.

Workers wanted job security, they wanted apprenticeship

prograas, they wanted vocational education for their children, and
so they turned to their unions.24
Florence Peterson feels that by and large, labor unions have
been much more liberal in their attitude toward acceptance of Negroes
into membership on an equal basis than have most other groups in this
country, including churches, educational and professional organizations.
Peterson states the following:
Radical equalitarianism has been the policy adopted by
most of the labor movement since earliest times. For many
years after its formation, the American Federation of Labor
insisted that all its affiliated unions eliminate color restrictions in line with its declared policy that working
people must unite and organize irrespective of creed, color,
sex, or nationality. Much like the initially declared policy
of the AFL was the stated objective in the CIO Constitution,
namely to bring about the effective organization of working
men and women of America regardless of race, creed, color,
or nationality.
The AFL-CIO constitution contains no outright prohibition
of racial discrimination, but it does provide for a committee
on Civil Rights which is to assist the Executive Council to
bring about the earliest possible date the effective implementation of the principles of non-discrimination. Although
there is no exclusion of Negroes in the constitutions of any
of the affiliate& of the AFL-CIO, a number of unions, especially in the railroad industry, maintain segregated locals.25
24tbid., p. 197.
25Florence Peterson. American Labor Unions: What The! Are and
How They Work.
(New York: Harper and Brothers, 1963), PP· 8 -82.
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Cayton and Mitchell voiced their opinion on unionism and the
Negro.

According to these authors, most discussions of the question

of Negroes in the labor movement have centered around the issue of
racial discrimination.

While discrilllination undoubtedly has been a

powerful factor in restraining Negroes from joining trade unions, the
fact should not be overlooked that the defensive reaction of the
conmrunity against such prejudice has been to confirm the point of
view of those who are suspicious of or even fear white workers.

This

had led to the development of a strong sentiment among Negroes against
union organization.

This sentiment, unless combated, will act as a

significant barrier in keeping Negroes out of trade unions even after
union doors have been completely opened to them.

It is important,

therefore, to examine the social structure of the Negro community to
see who its leaders are, what division exist within the community, and
what organizations encourage attitudes either favorable or unfavorable
toward union organization.
In the conflict which goes on between employers and employees,
the long-run economic interests of all workers are the same, but as
a consequence of racial prejudice, the blacker worker bas not been
disposed to regard himself primarily as a member of the working class.
The interests of the white workers are in the long run dependent upon
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the position of the black worker.

In some instances, white workers,

finding that they can no longer ban Negroes from their industry,
will admit them to their unions.

Many progressive white workers,

under the influence of new organizations, are attempting to surmount the racial barriers.26
There are other indications that to some extent the older
division along racial lines is being supplanted by a division into
economic interest groups.

The impact of the National Industrial

Recovery Act with its formal promise of union recognition necessitated
certain readjustment in the relations between management and employees.
The Negro was affected in this change, first, because he was a part of
the labor force in general, and secondly, because he constituted a
special segment of the labor force which was liable to manipulation
and exploitation by both man~gement and employees. 27
Jack Barbash contended in his study that qualifications for
union membership with respect to race, citizenship, sex, and political
affiliation, are not uncommon.

Barbash is presently a professor of

labor education and economics at the University of Wisconsin.

Prior

to his joining the University faculty, he se-rved 20 years in Washington
as an economist in government agencies dealing with labor mat-ters

26Horace R. Cayton and Georges. Mitchell. Black Workers and
the New Unions. (Chapel Bill: University of North Carolina Press,
1939), p. 373.

27~., pp. 373-425.
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including the U.S. Senate Labor Committee.

He has also served as an

economist in a number of labor unions.

Mr. Barbash is the author of a number of books dealing with
union problems.

The latest are The Practice of Unionism; Unions and

Union Leadership; and Labor's Grass Roots, an investigation of how
local unions govern themselves.
Barbash contends that the extent to which union membership is
restricted on the grounds mentioned is motivated by a fusion of economics
expediency, ideology, and folklore.

Special reference is made to Negroes

in this account because they are the population group most seriously
affected.
The economic nexus functions in barring certain groups in the
population from union membership because these groups are presumed to
exercise a wholesome competitive influence in the labor market.

Thus,

Negroes, women, and foreign-born workers, particularly those of Eastern
European and Oriental origin, are considered to be inherently low-wage
workers whose presence in the labor market, at least in bad times, exercise
a depressing influence.

For example, Negroes and foreign-born workers

have, in the past, been used as organized strikebreakers on the railroads
and in the automobile industry. 28

28

Jack Barbash. Labor Unions In Action: A Study of the
Mainsprings of Unionism. (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1948),
pp. 60-62.
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The force of economics operated favorably in behalf of these
groups when they predominated in an industry before union orguization
in the industry was established.

In these cases, discriminatory policies

aimed against them would be clearly inexpedient.

This consideration

has dictated the admittance of Negroes in the white-controlled

Hod

Carriers and Bricklayers Unions and measurably influenced union
admission policies with respect to the automobile industry, particularly
Ford Motor Company.

In general, a period in which employment opportunities

are expanding rather than contrasting, faciliates the relaxation of
membership restrections.

For example, the Boilmakers admitted Negroes

to full union membership under the pressure of wartime manpower shortages and of government through the Fair Em.plQyment Practices Committee.
Perhaps the kind of prejudice divorced from pecuniary elements
that the union member as part of the population at large manifests toward
Negroes and the colored races in general is at least as potent a force
in barring Negroes from membership as is the economic factor.

The

average union is also an average American, and, as such, be shares the
deep-rooted color prejudice of the average American.

Consequently in

the South in the upions whose national leadership have' the most enlightened attitudes the problem of assimilation of Negro workers is
still serious and beset with much conflict. 29

29rbid., P• 62.
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Dr. D-ankert, Professor of Economics, Dartbmouth College, contended
that despite the practice of a considerable number of unions in discriminating against the Negro, unionism is definitely contributing to the
betterment of the Negro's economic and social status.
the opposite condition seem to obtain.

Before 1935,

The "new era," beginning in

the middle of 1930, enabled unionism to make an increasingly larger contribution to the Negro welfare.

According to Dankert, it will probably

be a long time before discrimination against the Negro, both formal
and informal, will disappear from labor organizations.30
After working for a year with the Social Security Board in
Washington, D.C., Michael Sovern went to Brown University in Providence as Assistant Professor.

During and after World War II, Sovern

worked as a labor arbitrator and was a member of the New England
Regional Panel of the War Labor Board.
Michael Sovern contends that discrimination in employmand and
by unions is an obvious handicap.

Negroes get less than their fair

share of employment opportunities in every sector of the economy and
in every region of the nation.

They are discriminated against by

government, local, state and national levels, as well as by private
industry.

One of the most common forms of discrimination is the division

30clyde E. Dankert, Contemporary Unionism In the United States.
(New York: Prentice Hall, Inc., 1948), p. 190.
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of work into "white jobs" and "Negro jobs," with Negroes getting the
dirtier, less skilled, and lower paying work.

Under such circumstances

the union can easily ignore or subordinate the interests of Negroes
without hurting white employees at all.

And since whites and Negroes

do different work, according to Sovern, a state of affairs that cannot be blamed on the union because it typically antedates unionization,
a case of discrimination by the union can hardly be made out merely by
proving that the wages and working conditions of Negroes are inferior.
Bringing the Negro to full economic citizenship will be a
long and complicated undertaking.

All of the forms of racial dis-

crimination practiced in the American society will have to be contended with and much else will have to be done besides.31
Robert C. Weaver, an economist, educator, author, and specialist
on Negro labor, urban renewal, federal aid to education, as well as
housing, bas held a series of important posts in the Federal Government
and on the state level.

A crusader for Civil Rights for some thirty

years, Weaver once told a group of Negroes that the best way to attain
equality is to fight hard and legally and don't blow your top.

Reared

in a Washington suburb that included seven Negro families among some
3,000 white neighbors, he became interested early in segregation when

3 \i1chael Sovern. Legal Restraints on Racial Discrimination
in Employment. (New York: Twentieth Century Fund, Inc., 1966), pp. 6; 151.
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he and his brother, Mortimer, had to ride 45 minutes each day to
school, while their white neighbors went right around the corner.
Before becoming Administrator of the Federal Housing Program,

Dr. Weaver had said that segregation in housing is the basic cause
of segregation in schools and other areas.

Also according to Weaver, labor union policy of discrimination
against the Negro is a product of race prejudice which, in some
instances, reflects a pattern of the white establishment.32
Dr. Herbert R. Northrup is Professor and Chairman of the
Department of Industry at the University of Pennsylvania.

In 1952-

55, he was consultant with industrial clients on a variety of
management and personnel problems, including organization and controls, union relations, communications, and executire recruitment.
Northrup contends that the racial policies of American trade
unions vary from outright exclusion of Negroes by some organizations
to ful acceptance of them with all privileges of membership by others.
Union policies toward Negroes are somewhat fluid and subject if the
circumstances so warrant.

For example, the appearance of a rival

union with liberal racial policy may result in a reversal of the
policies of its competitor which had up to that time discriminated

York:

32Robert c. Weaver. Negro Labor: A National Problem.
Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1946), p. 100.

(New
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against Negro workers.

On

the other hand, the presence of an

exclusionist union in the same jurisdiction with one which usually
tolerates no discrimination may cause the latter to relax its principles for fear that it will alienate its predominately white membership.
The attitude of unions toward Negroes also often varies within
the same organization from region to region, depending upon local customs
and the type of leadership that is selected.

It sometimes happens that

Negroes are refused membership in an organization in one part of the
country while received freely by it in another section of the country.
In one local union a sympathetic president or business agent may
play an important role in cementing good feelings between the
national union, whereas a prejudiced leader may cause the whites
to exclude Negroes.33

York:

33Herbert R. Northrup. Organized Labor and the Negro.
Harper and Brothers, 1954), P· 1.

(New

CHAPTER Ill
Dm-lONSTRATIONS OF AUTHORS' ATTITUDES REVEALED IN
THEIR TREATMENT OF SEVERAL INDUSTRIES AS THEY

RELATE TO UNION POLICY TOWARD THE NEGRO
Thus far, my discussion has presumed attitudes of authors
toward unionism and the Negro in general.

The remaining portion

of my study is an attempt to show demonstrations of authors' attitudes revealed in their treatment of specific industries as they
relate to union policy toward the Negro.

These authors' attitudes

will be categorized aa either being criticisms of specific industries
as they relate to union policy toward the Negro or apologies of
specific industries as they relate to union policy toward the Negro.
Thomas Brooks, Ray Marshall, Herbert Northrup, Robert C.
Weaver, Irving Howe, B. J. Widick, Spero, and Hanis reveal elements
of criticisms of specific industries as they relate to union policy
toward the Negro.

The industries used to demonstrate this group of

authors' attitudes are the building trades, textile industry, coal
mins, and the automobile industry.
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THE BUILDING TRADES
In discussing the position of the Negro with particular
reference to the racial policies of six building trade unions,
(the Plumbers and Steamfitters, the Electrical Workers, the Shipbuilders, the Carpenters, the Painters, the Bricklayers, and the
Plasterers and Cement Finishers, all of which are AFL-CIO affiliates),
Thomas Brooks contends that there is a pressing need on the part of
organized labor for strong and imaginative action against discrimination.

According to Brooks, George Meany's personal offer to

recruit qualified Negro apprentices in order to break discrimination
among the Washington, D.C. construction unions was a gesture in
this direction, but so far, it has proved to be no more than that.
Brooks feels that even a little discrimination in the labor movement
is too much.

It makes a mockery of our principles and must be wiped

out.
Another social consequence of continued discrimination is
certain:

the further spread of the black nationalism bewailed by

white and Negro Civil Rights spokesmen alike.

A, Philip Randolph

attacks the chauvinist aspect of black nationalism in nearly all
of his speeches.

But his statements also emphasized the conditions

which give rise to such chauvinism.

The basic remedy for black
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nationalism which can become a danger to social peace, is the abolution
of white nationalism which expresses itself in mob law, disenfranchisement, segregation, and discrimination.

Randolph does not believe

that Negro trade unionists are under the influence of the Black
Muslims, the current extreme exponents of black nationalism with the
Negro community.

It is clear that the movement already wields its

strongest appeal among the unorganized and voiceless Negro masses.
There are signs that the Muslims have already begun to exert strong
pressure on the National Association of Letter Carriersl and its
leadership.
This pressure, in turn, partly explains the intensity of the
NALC's attack against the unions, because in any confrontation with
the Muslims, the NALC will be at a great disadvantage until such time
as it can defend trade unionism with having to apologize for the adverse effect of some union~pmactices on Negro life in America. 2

Ray Marshali feels that racial discrimination in the construction industry has been an important problem in recent years.

Although

there have been many Negroes in the construction industry, they have
been excluded from some unions and segregated by others.

And dis-

in employment and by unions, according to Marshall, is morally and
economically wrong.
1Hereafter referred to as NALC.
2Thomas Brooks.

Unions," Commentary.

"Negro Militants, Jewish Liberals, and the
(September, 1961), pp. 209-216.
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Along with Brooks, Herbert Northrup also writes that the most
exclusioniat of the larger building trade unions in the Plumbers and
Steamfitters, and to it must go a major portion of the blame for the
failure of Negroes to obtain a better representation in this craft.
Another reason for the exclusionist policies of the Plumbers Union
toward the Negro is it was founded by craftsmen who, highly conscious
of their skill, attempted to exclude helpers from both the union and
the job before finding it imperative to admit them.

Its policies

toward Negroes reflect the work scarcity consciousness typical of
the craft unionist, as well as race prejudice.

According to North-

rup, race prejudice in the larger building trade unions is a barrier
imposed against Negroes, and this barrier is the greatest shortcoming
in making America a land of opportunity.

Race prejudice not only is

a shortcoming, it is also a black mark on union records.3
Segregated locals were not restricted to the construction
industry, however, because industrial unions, musicians, teachers,
railroad workers, and others have maintained segre-gated locals.
Marshall contends that the practice of segregated locals is
really not too significant today.
to be

He maintains that the problem seem

in the pulp and paper industry and with some carpenters locals,

3Herbert Northrup. Organized Labor and the Negro.
Harper and Brothers, 1959), p. 23.

(New York:
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but those are in the process of solution.

A number of unions, namely

the Teachers, the Letter Carriers, Chemical Workers, Oil Workers,
Musicians, Carpenters, and Painters, have been eliminating their
segregated locals.

Major problems in eliminating the remaining

segregated locals have been opposition from Negroes.
Marshall continues, stating the following:
Exclusion from union membership is a much more
serious p-roblem, especiall.y in the building trades where
unions control jobs. The practices of the building trades
vary considerably among the various unions and as a whole
the building trades are certainly no worse on this than
the many employers who refuse to hire Negroes for white
collar and supervisory positions.
The building trades' record has been no worse than
that of the railroad unions, which have used their bargaining power to exclude Negroes entirely from jobs as
engineers and conductors and to require the removal of
colored locomotive firemen. T~ere is little evidence
that the printing trades have been any more open to
Negroes than the construction crafts.4

THE TEXTILE INDUSTRY
Marshall also shows his attitude toward policies of the
textile industry and its relationship to the Negro.

Many observers

believe that community race relations are likely to be worse where
Negroes constitute larger proportions of the population.

But accord-

ing to Marshall, in race relations, there has sometimes been more

4Ray F. Marshall. "Labor Unions and Equal Opportunities:
Collective Bargaining and Minority Employment," in Lafayette
Harter's Labor In America. (Carvallas: Oregon State University
Press, 1958), pi,:" 61-62.
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segregationist activity where there were relatively few Negro members.

Marshall supports his conclusion by using the textile work-

ers in the Piedmont Region of the United States.

He claims that

the textile workers in the Piedmont also have vigorously protested
the equalitarian racial policies of the American labor movement,
even though there are very few Negro workers in the textile industry.

The Textile Workers Unions in the Piedmont Region also were

active supporters of organizations like the Ku Klux Klan~
TWUA have had two significant incidents involving racial
policy, according to Marshall.

The Front Royal, Virginia Textile

Union, supported efforts to form segregated schools after public
schools in that city were ordered to desegregate.
school was conducted in the union hall.

The private

This same local union also

attempted to support the private school financially.

The inter-

national union halted these activities by placing the local union
under trusteeship and its action was upheld by the National Convention and a three-member arbitration board which included Arthur
Goldberg.
In another incident, the TWUA elicited mild protest and a few
resignations from Southern members in 1956 when it passed a resolution
condemning the white citizens' council as enemies of the workers. 6
5Hereafter referred to as TWUA.
6R.ay F. Marshall,

2e_.

cit., pp. 190-191.
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From the above discussion, it can be seen that Marshall had
ill feelings toward the TWUA particularly in the Piedmont Region.
One can see that he views TWUA to some extent as a segregationist
labor union.

THE COAL MINES
Another historian who falls into the group of authors who
reveal criticism in the treatment of Negroes in the labor unions
is Robert C. Weaver, a Negro, who feels that the United Mine
Workers of America7 had done one of the most outstanding jobs in
organizing Negro and white workers in the South prior to the Second
World War .

And it was upon their successful experience that many of

the former ClO unions leaned as they attempted to resolve racial
questions.
According to Robert Weaver, racial conflict for Negroes
was a major problem in the coal mines.

UMW is given praise for

its magnificant efforts in improving labor relations in the coal
mines. 8
Northrup has also described the developments in the coal
mining industry and its relationship to the Negro.

7Hereafter referred to as UMW.
8&obert C. Weaver,~• cit., p. 103.

Negroes entered
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the coal mines in the bituminous fields of the South, and they are
still concentrated in that region.

Their participation in the

coal fields involved racial conflict, bloodshed, and strife.

It

was into such a situation that the UMW entered to organize both
white and Negro workers.

In light of the re.latlYe1y friendly

and fair policies of the UMW toward Negroes, the story of the decline in the proportion of colored coal miners has some interesting
implications for the post-war period, a period when several hundred
thousand Negroes had to face adjustments to a changing and perhaps
declining economy.
Segregation, according to Northrup, by occupational or physical
working conditions, has generally been abeent in the coal mining industry; at the same time Negroes in the Southern mines had been concentrated in hard leading operations.

Although some of the hand

loaders were white, manual loading was predominately a Negro
occupation in the South.

And it was this occupational concentration

which made Negroes especially vulnerable to technological displacement.9

9 Herbert Northrup,~• cit., pp. 154-160.
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THE AUTOMOBILE INDUSTRY
In discussing the Negro's position in the automobile industry:, Howe and Widick contend that there is segregation and
racial discrimination, but the United Auto Workers' UnionlO
experience with the Negro problem provides a crucial test of
how race prejudice can be combated and destroyed in practice.
The experience is by no means conclusive or finished.

For the

Negro, the UAW has provided a vital arena for expression and a
means of achieving personal dignity.

Negro participation in

union affairs, though still inhibited and hampered, in on the increase; in some recent local union elections, higher proportions
of Negroes voted than did the whites.

In the UAW many Negro work-

ers have learned to talk boldly and freely.
Negroes have learned that the whites are not a conspiracy
against them, but that there are unionists ready to even risk their
careers to help them; they have begun shyly and slowly to live, eat,
and play with white workers at UAW summer camps.

So it is proof

that the problem of prejudice can be attacked in daily life.

It

must be solved largely by empirical means; most white and Negro
workers can overcome their fears and prejudices only by working and
living together in the plants and afterwards, by social contacts out-

1Oaereafter referred to as UAW.
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side the plants.

But in turn, and the paradox is only apparent, this

empirical program can be substituted only by a leadership motivated
by a compelling long-range program of social and economic democracy,
an idealistic vision that would endow it with the preseverence and
patience to work at the day-to-day tasks.
The role of white leadership is usually decisive.

In the

nature of things, most unions begin with the confidence of Negro
workers and thereby hasten the development of Negro leaders.

This

they can do by a firm policy of equal treatment without condescension or favortism.

Few of the Reuther Administration acts have helped

it win the eventual confidence of the Negroes in the UAW as its refusal to be swept into supporting the demagogic proposal for a separate Negro post on the union's executive board.
The blend of long-range idealism and immediate tenacity is
particularly necessary for the UAW's ultimate task in the field of
race relations to try to spread its andi-prejudice education down
through the ranks, where it is most needed.

Rational appeals,

formal statements, and impressive resolutions have only a limited
value.
It is necessary to make over the thought and feeling of the
average union member, the one who comes only to occasional meeting
and who is active only in times of crisis.

This is not an easy job,
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and it may prove to be an impossible one, according to Howe and Widick,
if attempted by the UAW alone; however, it is the fundamental job
of all the consequences of unionization of Negro auto workers.

There

is one that may eventually surpass in importance all the others.

As

a result of the mass adherence of Negro workers to the UAW, important
changes have taken place in the social structure of Detroit's Negro
community. 11
The Negro middle class as well as the Negro ministers and
politicians have begun to show signs of independence.

And within the

Negro community, its middle class no longer commands the undisputed
intellectual and political leadership over Negro workers it once did.
It is on this rising and striking figure, the self-confident,
experienced Negro UAW leader, that much of the future of both the
union and the Negro community will depend.
THE LONGSHOREMEN

Even the longshoremen, an industry where Negroes have well
been represented since the slave regime, has been criticized as to
its treatment of Negroes.

Spero and Harris contended that the im-

portance of the Negro's place in their industry has made it impossible for the longshoremen to ignore him in their organization.

llrrving Howe and B. J. Widick. "The U. A. W. Fights Race
Prejudice," Commentary. (September, 1949), pp. 261-268.
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The Negro probably plays a more important role in their movement than
he does in any other labor union.

Race prejudice and interracial

competition have by no means been abolished, but the white and black
workers have affected a working arrangement which harmonizes their
differences sufficiently to enable them to work together in a single
organization.
Spero and Harris, who felt that race prejudice naturally put
difficulties in the way of the Negro's entrance into industry, also
concluded that equal division of work between the white and black
unionists was the formula which maintained peace between the two
races and enabled them to preserve a united front.
The formula also operated in every Southern port where white
and black longshoremen were organized.

Like all working principles,

it by no means operated with full and equal justice.

Since the great

majority of the longshoremen in the South are colored, there are a
great many more black applicants for a job than white applicants.
Accordingly, with the work equally divided, the white men get much
steadier employment than the black men and much better than the
even break which the agreement aims to preserve.
The Negro's presence in the port is now accepted by the white
man.

He has a right to be there; he has a right to work; he has a

right to belong to the W'lion.

He is by no means regarded as an equal.
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According to Spero and Harris, a Negro union official once said:
We are in the union today because the white man had
to take us in for his own protection. Outside the org•nization the Negro could scrab on the white man. Inside the
organization he cannot. In return for this, we get a share
of work, the protection of the union contract, and organization support.12
There is also another group of authors whose attitudes reveal
apologies of specific industries as they relate to union policy toward
the Negro.

These authors include Gus Tyler, Florence Peterson, and

Clyde Dankert.

The industries used to demonstrat this group of au-

thors' attitudes are the tobacco industry, steel industry, and the
railroad industry.
THE TOBACCO INDUSTRY

In describing the union policies toward the Negro in the
tobacco industry, Gus Tyler contended that although the jobs in the
tobacco industry are almost evenly divided between whites and Negroes,
contacts between the races are limited because of a unique racial-occupational segregation pattern.

More than one-half of the workers of

each race were women, a fact which, when coupled with the racial
division and the Southern location of the industries, made labor
organization difficult.

12spero and Harris, .2E.· cit., pp. 182-205.
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The Tobacco Workers International Union has generally organized
Negroes in the South into separate locals.

This policy, according to

Tyler, has been facilitated by the racial occupational segregation
pattern, and undoubtedly the majority of white workers, as well as
many Negroes, preferred such a system.

It is also in conformance with

Southern mores, and eliminates the possibility of tense situations
which may arise in a Southern community as a consequence of the presence of large numbers of both races and both sexes in the same meeting
hall.
On the other hand, the separate local system limits interracial

co-operation to the leaders.

White workers remain ignorant, if not

contemptuous, of the colored locals and Negroes were likely to regard
the union as solely a "white man's organization."
Separate locals also tend to institutionalize the status quo,
and to place still another obstacle in the path of those who would
award employment on the basis of skill and capacity rather than on race

and customs.

Finally, such a setup increases the feeling of the white

workers that they can ignore the Negroes because the rigidity of the
segregation pattern prevents the use of colored strikebreakers.
As seen in Chapter II, Tyler feels that the Negro will gradually
gain equal standings in labor unions.

Even in gaining equality, Negroes

will continue to play a secondary role in the labor movement to avoid
"tense situations. 1113
13Gus Tyler, 2.£.· cit., pp. 197-209 .
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THE STEEL INDUSTRY
Dr. Peterson was another historian who tended to give
apologies for the treatment of Negroes in labor unions.

According

to Dr. Peterson, there has been little discrimination against the
rights of Negro workers to hold any job in the steel industry.
Many whites willingly receive Negroes and they have shown themselves
to be excellent unionists.

Membership in the amalgamated association

has been opened ever since 1889 to unskilled and semi-skilled steel
workers not claimed by any other craft unions, such as the carpenters
or machinists.
The attitude of Dr. Peterson shown here with the steel industry
should by no means be a surprising one, because in Chapter II of this
study, it was she who contended that by and large, labor unions have
been much more liberal in their attitudes admitting Negroes into membership on an equal basis than have most other groups including churches,
and educational and professional organizations.14
THE

RAILROAD INDUSTRY

Dankert contends that it would be inadvisable to write about
railroad unions without mentioning the matter of racial discrimination,
particularly as it affects Negro workers .
14

In no other union group

Florence Peterson,~- .ill_., pp. 80-89.
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have Negroes been subjected to such a low degree of discriminatory
action.

Although some railroad unions accept Negroes as full-fledg-

ed members, other exclude them, and still others, although admitting
them to membership, give them an inferior status.15
Dankert also contends that in no other industry is there as
less discrimination against the Neg,:o as in the railroad industry.
He feels that the railroad unions appear to be less guilty of discrimination than railroad employers.

He supports this conclusion

by the fact that in the la-ter half of 1943 the Fair Employment
Practice Committee received only 82 complaints leveled against
unions compared to 1,848 directed against employers. 16

15

Clyde Dankert, .2:2.• cit., p. 187.

16 Ibid., p. 188.

CONCLUSION
This study includes three chapters.

In Chapter I, there is a

brief description of the race problem in the American society.
bas also shown methods by which this study was undertaken.

It

A hypothesis

to guide the study is also presented.
Chapter II interprets some general attitudes of authors toward
unionism and the Negro.

These attitudes were categorized according

to the authors' being critical of the union policy toward the Negro
and according to the authors' offering apology for the union policy
of discrimination toward the Negro.

This chapter attempted to give

a brief background of most authors used in the study.
In Chapter III, there are demonstrations of authors' attitudes
revealed in their treatments of the following industries as they relate to union policy toward the Negro:

the building trades, textile

industry, coal mines, longshoremen, steel industry, tobacco industry,
and the railroad industry.
Thomas Brooks, Ray Marshall, Herbert Northrup, Robert C. Weaver,
Irving Howe, B. J. Widick, Sterling Spero, and Abram Harris revealed
elements of critici811lS of specific industries as they relate to union
policy toward the Negro.

The industries used to demonstrate this

group of authors' attitudes were the building trades, textile industry,
coal mines, and the automobile industry.
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Florence Peterson, Gus Tyler, and Clyde Dankert were authors
used in the study whose attitudes revealed apologies of specific industries as they relate to union policy toward the Negro.

The in-

dustries used to demonstrate this group of authors' attitudes were
the tobacco industry, the steel industry, and the railroad industry.
Therefore, the findings in this study support

my

hypothesis.

The findings have demonstrated the varying attitudes of the selected
contemporary economic historians both toward unionism and the Negro
in general and in their treatment of several industries as they relate to union policy toward the Negro.

Thus, it is clear that labor

history, like all history, reflects the frame of reference of the·
authors writing it, and their values enter into their narratives
overtly and covertly.
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